Year-round plasma steroid hormone profiles and the reproductive ecology of gopher tortoises (Gopherus polyphemus) at the southernmost edge of their range.
Populations of wide ranging ectotherms often exhibit variation in traits that are influenced by local environmental conditions. Although the gopher tortoise, Gopherus polyphemus, is well studied in pine flatwoods habitats across their range, little attention has been given to coastal populations existing in the southern extreme portion of the range. We examined the reproductive physiology of a coastal dune population in southwest Florida to determine if reproductive cycles vary across populations. Here we present the first year-round sex hormone profiles for a wild population of gopher tortoises. Male testosterone concentrations varied across the year (F11,54 = 2.52, P = 0.015) with elevated values from September to December and minimal levels from April to July, with the exception of a secondary peak during the month of June. Female testosterone and estradiol concentrations varied across the sampling period (T: F11,66 = 8.54, P < 0.001, E: F11,66 = 4.57, P < 0.001) with highest values from August to February, and lowest levels from May to July. Female progesterone concentrations varied over the year (F11,64 = 3.29, P = 0.002) and increased in late fall with a peak in March. These data suggest this population has an extended breeding season from fall through spring with mating likely occurring from September through March, and nesting in winter through spring. This pattern is similar to reproductive patterns described for tropical and sub-tropical chelonians but differs from that of gopher tortoise populations in northern portions of the range where hibernation may last for five months and a single clutch of eggs are deposited in late spring.